
Ballot Initiatives and 
Referendums

Twenty-four states give voters another way to pro-
pose constitutional amendments—through ballot 
initiatives or popular referendums. These ballot mea-
sures offer citizens a way to amend the constitu-
tion or enact new legislation without working 
through the legislature. South Dakota was the 
first state to provide voters with the option of bal-
lot initiatives, in 1898, but it was only after Oregon 

Ballot initiatives
Processes through which voters directly convey instructions to the 
legislature, approve a law, or amend the constitution

Referendums
Procedures that allow the electorate either to accept or reject a law 
passed by the legislature

embraced them in 1902 that the push for direct 
democracy really got under way. In the 16 years 
that followed, nearly two dozen states followed 
Oregon’s lead. The last of the two dozen states to 
approve ballot initiatives was Mississippi in 1992, 
some 70 years after the state supreme court tossed 
out its first ruling allowing initiatives.18

How ballot measures work in practice varies 
widely from state to state, although there are 
some common elements to the process. In most 
states, citizens must first provide the text of their 
proposal to an oversight body, usually the secre-
tary of state’s office or a legislative review com-
mittee. Then they need to gather enough 
signatures to place the proposal on the ballot. 
This threshold varies widely among states. 
Wyoming sets the bar high, requiring a number 
of signatures equal to 15 percent of the votes cast 
for governor in the most recent election. The bar 
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MAP 3-2

Number of Amendments Adopted per State

Source: Data from Audrey Wall, “State Constitutions,” in The Book of the States 2013, ed. Council of State Governments (Lexington, KY: Council of State 
Governments, 2013), Table 1.1, http://knowledgecenter.csg.org/kc/content/book-states-2013-chapter-1-state-constitutions.
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